Tell Your Story… Share Hope by Sieben, Nicole
Teaching/Writing: The Journal of Writing 
Teacher Education 
Volume 9 




Tell Your Story… Share Hope 
Nicole Sieben 
SUNY Old Westbury, siebenn@oldwestbury.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/wte 
 Part of the Educational Methods Commons, Language and Literacy Education Commons, Online and 
Distance Education Commons, and the Other Rhetoric and Composition Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Sieben, Nicole (2020) "Tell Your Story… Share Hope," Teaching/Writing: The Journal of Writing Teacher 
Education: Vol. 9 : Iss. 1 , Article 2. 
Available at: https://scholarworks.wmich.edu/wte/vol9/iss1/2 
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by 
the English at ScholarWorks at WMU. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Teaching/Writing: The Journal 
of Writing Teacher Education by an authorized editor of 
ScholarWorks at WMU. For more information, please 
contact wmu-scholarworks@wmich.edu. 
Tell Your Story… Share Hope 
Cover Page Footnote 
Acknowledgments: This piece is dedicated to the incredible students I have had the honor of getting to 
work with and share stories with during the spring 2020 semester. I appreciate each and every story 
shared and all of the heart and hard work present in their work and their words. 





Writing Teacher Education in Extraordinary Times 
 
 





Nicole Sieben, SUNY Old Westbury 
 
A few years ago while traveling, I walked into my hotel room ready to get settled in for my 
stay and found the hotel’s complimentary notepad on the nightstand. A small, square white 
pad of paper with a big, bold invitation: Tell Your Story… The silver pen beside the paper 
further coaxed me to write, and as I picked up the pen, my mind wandered back to the 
classroom. Wouldn’t this be a beautiful message for an English language arts classroom to 
beckon to students? Isn’t this the invitation we all want our students to feel welcomed by 
when they enter our learning spaces? Tell your story… and feel encouraged to share your 
hopes, your passions, your experiences in the ways that only you can. What a powerful 
way to start a day, a semester, a year. 
 
As a teacher of writing, first at the university level, then at the secondary level, and now at 
the graduate and undergraduate level; I have always wanted my classroom to be an inviting 
space for individual expression, collective hope, and intentional activism. No matter the 
specific course title and topic, each class I teach offers students a chance to be, do, and 
write exactly as they are. That is not to say that all assignments are “freewrite” assignments 
(Elbow, 2010) where students can meander without intention, but there are always some 
assignments that encourage exactly that to take place— some meandering without 
direction, I think, is a good idea. It is good for the soul, encourages creativity, and allows 
simply being... and being simply with our words. Other assignments, though, I provide 
guidelines, an end point or goal in the quest for completion, and suggestions for structures 
all with flexibility in the routes taken to getting there. I have found over the years in my 
conversations with students and teachers that a balance of structure and flexibility is key 
in allowing students to establish their own voices, confidence, and hopefulness as writers 
(Sieben, 2018). It is often in these flexible spaces that students find their bravery and their 
conviction to be as they are in their words on the page. Often this transfers to confidence 
and hope in their lives as well (Sieben, 2018).  
 
Your Story. I want students to know that their story is just that… theirs, and no one else 
can tell it except them… well, no one else should tell it but them. Inevitably, there will be 
people who want to speak for them, and not necessarily in the way that sounds supportive 
as in “speak up for you” but in the way that talks over, speaks instead of, and imperializes 
their voices. Because of this irresponsible occurence in society of some speaking for others, 
I want students to be resolute in their convictions to tell their stories… just like this notepad 
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Story. Sometimes storying receives low priority in English classrooms. With the 
articulated aim of meeting rigor and state standards or college competencies, for some, it 
seems like there is no time. But, story is critical (and rigorous): we need it to thrive in our 
academics and to survive in our daily lives (Yagelski, 2011). When we share our stories as 
teachers, and students are encouraged to tell their stories too, students are given the agency 
they often need to feel valued for exactly who they are and where they are in the world in 
the present moment. And, in prompting a story sharing process, we also honor our students’ 
histories and their unique identities.  
 
In addition to giving students a platform for sharing their voices, we are also giving them 
a cognitive map on which to hang their academic understandings. If we provide stories as 
a context for learning, students will have more personal examples to apply to the academic 
competencies we teach. In my courses, story appears in many forms, and especially this 
spring 2020 semester when we found ourselves looking for stories that sustain hope in each 
of us.  
 
Storying in a Pandemic. As the Director of Graduate Programs for our School of 
Education, I taught two courses during the spring 2020 semester—one situated in the 
English Department and one in the School of Education. Each year, I teach a combination 
of graduate and undergraduate courses, and this semester was consistent with that pattern 
in my teaching schedule. In the spring 2020 semester, I taught the graduate education 
course, Methods and Materials of Teaching English Language Arts and the undergraduate 
first-year writing course, Women’s Voices. This writing course is the second in a series of 
two required composition courses that all undergraduate students take at our public, four-
year, liberal arts college as a part of the required core curriculum. The students on our 
campus are each uniquely wonderful-- many are first generation college students; many 
are working several jobs to support themselves and/or their families; and many are students 
whose ages range from 18 through 50+. Some of our students are just starting their 
postsecondary educational careers, and some are returning to college to complete degrees 
after tending to family obligations. All of our students have much to be proud of as they 
are hard workers and community engaged citizens earning all of their accomplishments 
brick by brick, letter by letter.  
 
This semester, as we shifted to a fully online mode as of March 11, 2020 in accordance 
with state guidelines for social distancing in New York State amidst the COVID-19 
pandemic, I immediately looked for ways to allow my students to story their way through 
these times. I asked questions that would give students the chance to share narratives, if 
they wanted to, but also left them the space to respond briefly if they needed to. Even a 
quick rating on a scale of 1 to 5 told me as their instructor a story about what they are 
comfortable with as we transitioned to fully online writing instruction during a time of 
remote interaction. Though we suddenly found ourselves miles apart from each other 
(many of our students come from the five New York City boroughs and other parts of New 
York while our campus is situated on Long Island), I wanted students to still feel that I am 
closely paying attention to their needs and their stories of today. Their stories and their 
circumstances matter, and without asking them to first share simply how they are doing, I 
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could not continue with the curriculum as usual. I did not feel it was right to continue on 
as if nothing had changed except for the instructional mode, because truly so much had 
changed for all of us. Instead, I started the early days of our online instruction with a short 
questionnaire (for both of my classes) to understand each student’s unique and emerging 
situation during the pandemic. In the questionnaire, I asked students to respond to the 
following prompts: 
1.    How are you doing/feeling in light of all that is going on right now? 
 
2.   What is your level of comfort with using technology for the rest of this course? 
Please explain. 
 
3.   What is your level of comfort with using the following technological modes of 
instruction? Using the following scale, please rate your level of comfort on a scale 
of 1 (not comfortable at all) to 5 (very comfortable). 
  
In the space provided next to the type of technology listed below, please write a 
number from 1 to 5 as it relates to your level of comfort with using the type of 
technology listed. (This will help me to provide you with support as needed in terms 
of instructional design and implementation for this course.) 
  
a.   Reading Campus Emails: ______ 
b.   Responding to Campus Emails: ________ 
c.  Watching YouTube (and other platforms) Instructional Videos: ______ 
d.   Listening to Podcasts or other Audio Recordings: _________ 
e.   Writing Blackboard Discussion Board Posts: _______ 
f. Participating in Blackboard Collaborate (live video classes): _________ 
g.  Writing Wiki Posts:  ________ 
h.  Writing & Editing Microsoft Word Documents: ________ 
  
4.     Is there any other information you would like me to know about as we work 
together in completing the rest of the spring 2020 semester online? Please feel free 
to share any obstacles that you think could arise for you as well as any optimism 
you may be feeling. Any feedback is welcome. 
 
I sent this questionnaire to the Women’s Voices undergraduate students and the Methods 
graduate students, and then waited for the responses to come in. I asked students to provide 
these responses within one week’s time, and when I received the documents back, I 
responded to each student individually and personally via email to let them know that I had 
heard their situations, their concerns, comforts, hopes, and optimism. I acknowledged the 
difficulty of what they were experiencing, providing resources for those who seemed in 
need of them (e.g., campus online Writing Center information, Counseling Center contact 
numbers, etc.), and I looked for ways to incorporate their scenarios into my course planning 
for the rest of our work together during social distancing. One seemingly unimportant point 
to note about the list of technologies above is that I intentionally provided the first two 
choices— a and b—for students to respond to so as to hopefully provide at least one mode 
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of technology— email— that students could report high confidence in using. That was not 
always the case, but I find it imperative to start with students’ strengths and abilities 
(especially during challenging times) to show students that I value all levels of involvement 
using the technology available to each of them.  
 
Since not all students have equitable access to technology off of our campus, I wanted to 
be respectful of that and really learn what it was they needed from me and what they could 
do for the course now. In the early days of this switch to online instruction, I was cognizant 
that some of our students were, what many on our campus have referred to as, “technology 
insecure,” and I kept this in mind when redesigning my writing instruction for the 
remainder of the semester. My students had not signed up for a fully online writing 
experience, though it was thrust upon us, and I wanted to make sure I was providing them 
with the most accessible and compassionate writing education possible while also 
empowering them to continue building their writing skills.  
 
Students’ quantitative responses ranged from 1 to 5 across the comfort level continuum 
that I provided as well as across the different types of technologies. While qualitative 
responses included feedback such as the following:  
• “I’m doing okay right now healthwise, just nervous about the fully online 
shift of all my classes.”  
• “I’m having major anxiety about having to complete all of my work online 
when I share a computer with 4 other people in my household.”  
• “I have no idea how to access any of the online programs needed to 
complete the work.”  
• “I have one (or more) sick family members right now and am finding it 
very difficult to focus on any work at the moment.” 
• “I am an essential employee with increased work hours and don’t see how 
I will keep up with the school work I need to do to finish the semester. 
Also, I fear for my health and my family’s health on a daily basis.”  
 
These sample responses, and many others, filled my heart with understanding, empathy, 
and information about how to best maximize my students’ experiences in my classes for 
the rest of the semester. I recognized the priviledge in some of the responses where concern 
only for an online instructional shift was a privildge some students experienced over other 
students who on top of the online shift were also battling coronavirus themselves or who 
were worried about family members who were hospitalized with the virus, and further still 
those who experienced the loss of family members during the pandemic too. As someone 
who has also experienced many layers of this pandemic, I chose to share some of what was 
in my story with my students.  
 
Early in April, my family lost my Aunt Phyllis to the virus, and while we would have 
gathered in celebration of her 100-years of a beautiful life well-lived, we, like so many 
others were forced to mourn without ceremony. To honor her life from the solitude of our 
own homes, we were left only to choose from the options that technology provided us with 
so that we could be included, even if only tangentially through FaceTime, in an abbreviated 
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wake my cousin was able to hold. As so many families are experiencing during this time, 
my students’ losses (and mine) were further complicated with the reality that gathering in 
large groups to mourn and hug and cry with loved ones was not an option because social 
distancing restrictions do not allow for it.  
 
While I could not offer my students reassurance that it would “all turn out the way they 
hoped it would” what I could offer them in these moments was a space to share their stories, 
a space to be heard in their grief, their losses, and yes, their hopes, too.  I did have several 
students choose to share optimism in their responses; some said they were hopeful that we 
would get through the semster together successfully, and some offered that having 
something else to think about (i.e., schoolwork) aside from the constant negative newsreels 
was a welcome interruption to their days. But again, I recognized that having the time for 
this sort of intellectual thought was also a priviledge that some students who were sick or 
grieving could not find space for. As a writing teacher in this context, I felt that what I 
needed to do was offer students the space to speak, make room for their voices…their 
stories, and then listen and respond with compassionate care.  
 
In one end of semester assignment for Women’s Voices, I invited students to write and 
share a poem in our online Discussion Board forum. First, students read from Ana 
Castillo’s collection of poems, My Father Was a Toltec and Selected Poems (1995) and 
then they were asked to use one of the poems that spoke to them as a model (in structure 
or content) for their own original poem. There were no additional parameters, just that the 
poem had to be at least ten lines long so as to give them space to develop and tell a story, 
but the number of words per line was not specified. Nor was there a requirement for specific 
use of literary devices or rhyme schemes: I just wanted to hear from my students what they 
wanted to tell. And my goodness, did they certainly take this opportunity to tell their 
stories. Upon reading their posts, so many of their poems brought me to tears (or to 
exuberance or to fear or to hope) and revealed even personal vulnerabilities in me that I 
didn’t necessarily knew I had been experiencing during this unimaginable time. What a 
gift my students’ poetic stories have been in my own life and in my own understanding of 
the world now. What a treasure their poems were to each other, too. In these unparalleled 
times, their stories companioned them through the unexpected, and often solitary, moments 
they were facing.  
 
When responding to each student’s poem, my feedback was expressed in words of gratitude 
and hope, understanding and empathy. I wrote each feedback note as a letter addressed 
directly to each student writer/storyteller and emphasized the power of their words to move 
us to feel, hope, and just be how we are in these extraordinary times. Not all poems were 
about the pandemic, though many were, but the themes of strength, survival, and identity 
politics were woven through all of the poems in powerful ways. As their writing instructor 
(and enraptured audience), I was not responding with an intention to judge or edit, but 
rather with the intention of appreciating and listening to exactly what they wanted to say. 
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Telling Our Stories. In our willingness to share ourselves through stories, we open up our 
hearts and our lives to others in ways that can move them to have hope when it is most 
needed. As an audience for my students’ writing at both the undergraduate level as a first-
year writing instructor and at the graduate level as a writing teacher educator, I feel an 
immense amount of gratitude for the storied spaces we share, now as a virtual campus 
community with humanity as our primary goal. The writing competencies are developing 
alongside the hope we are building together, but the stories, I think, matter more right now. 
They are the humanity that threads us together and moves us along in our uncertainties, 
anxieties, losses, and pain.  
 
References 
Castillo, A. (1995). My father was a Toltec: And selected poems. Anchor Books. 
Elbow, P. (2010). 7. Freewriting: An obvious and easy way to speak onto the  
page. Emeritus Faculty Author Gallery, 35. Retrieved from 
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/emeritus_sw/35 
Sieben, N. (2018). Writing hope strategies for writing success in secondary  
schools: A strengths-based approach to teaching writing. Brill | Sense  
Publishers. 
Yagelski, R. (2011). Writing as a way of being: Writing instruction, nonduality,  
and the crisis of sustainability. Hampton Press. 
 
 
 
 
 
